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NO   FAITH   NO    CHURCH 

"Loid,    I  boJClzMZ.',   kutp  Thou,  mlnz  unbelU.^.1' 

(Mark   9:24) 


A  man  made  his  way  to  the  Southwest  corner  of  42nd 
Street  and  Fifth  Avenue  to  visit  the  central  building 
of  the  New  York  Public  Library.   He  passed  the  sculp- 
tured lions  that  keep  their  vigil  at  the  gates,  climbed 
the  marble  stairs  that  would  do  a  palace  justice,  walk- 
ed between  those  two  towering  renaissance  pillars  and 
through  the  doors .   He  was  ill-prepared  for  what  he 
saw  inside:  Glass  covered  display  cases,  mounted  stamp 
collections  hanging  from  the  walls,  busts  of  notable 
benefactors,  a  store,  rest-rooms,  check-rooms s  tele- 
phones, stairs  and  elevators.   Finally,  in  a  dark  mood 
of  rising  desperation,  he  turned  to  a  member  of  the 
staff  and  cried,  "Where  do  they  keep  the  books?" 

To  many  outsiders,  and  net  a  few  insiders.  The 
Riverside  Church  must  seem  like  a  bewildering  assort- 
ment of  unrelated  projects,  causes  and  activities. 
What  one  is  likely  to  see  when  she  comes  to  The  River- 
side Church  depends  on  the  day  and  hour  and  the  doc: 
through  which  she  enters . 

People  can  be  forgiven  for  coming  into  this  pic 
seeing  its  theatre  and  tower,  its  gymnasium  and  cafe- 
teria, its  parking  facilities  and  radio  station,  its 
many  halls  and  elevators  and  asking,  "Where  do  they 
keep  the  faith?" 

What  books  are  to  a  library,  faith  is  to  a  church. 
No  books,  no  library!   No  faith,  no  church!   Because  it 
is  expected  that  the  first  sermon  of  the  new  season 
will  have  a  key-note  quality  about  it,  I  have  deliber- 
ately set  aside  a  host  of  other  options  and  chosen  to 
speak  to  you  today  of  faith. 


The  scriptures  say  some  tall  things  about  faith. 
"Without  faith  it  is  impossible  to  please  God."   (Heb. 
11:6)   "All  things  are  possible  to  him  who  believes." 
(Mark  9:23)   And  perhaps  most  astoundingly  of  all, 
that  sweeping  word  of  St.  Paul's,  "Whatsoever  is  not 
of  faith  is  sin."  (Romans  14:23)   We  are  told  in  the 
Bible  that  faith  can  move  mountains.   It  can  set  a 
man  straight  with  God.   It  can  generate  enormous  re- 
serves of  hope  and  love. 

How  shall  we  define  this  elusive  desirable,  this 
critical  quality  called  faith?  The  writer  of  Hebrews 
defined  it  as,  "The  assurance  of  things  hoped  for,  the 
conviction  of  things  not  seen."  (Heb.  11:1)   John 
Calvin  defined  it  as  "a  steady  and  certain  knowledge 
of  the  divine  benevolence  towards  us,  which  being 
founded  on  the  truth  of  the  gratuitous  promise  in 
Christ  is  both  revealed  to  our  minds  and  confirmed  to 
our  hearts  by  the  Holy  Spirit."  1   Gerhard  Ebeling, 
a  contemporary  German  theologian,  says  simply,  "Faith 
is  man's  participation  in  God."  2_ 

Defined  in  these  or  similar  ways,  it  is  no  exag- 
geration to  say  that  without  faith,  whatever  else  a 
church  may  have,  it  is  nothing.   Yes,  without  faith  it 
is  impossible  even  for  a  church  to  please  God. 


Let  me  move  on  now  to  make  and  amplify  three 
statements  about  faith.   Faith  is  always  mixed  with 
doubt.   Faith  is  always  tied  to  life.  Faith's  chief 
resource  is  Jesus. 

Faith  is  always  mixed  with  doubt.  Faith  and  doubt 
are  nourished  by  the  same  inner  energies.  They  are, 
as  it  were,  two  sides  of  the  same  coin.  Only  the  man 
who  doubts  can  believe  and  only  the  man  who  believes 
can  doubt.  The  scripture  read  today  bears  this  out. 
(Mark  9:14-29)  Jesus  and  the  "A"  team,  Peter,  James 
and  John,  had  gone  up  into  the  mountain  of  Transfigur- 
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ation  in  the  north  country  near  Caesarea  Philippi. 
Meanwhile,  the  "B"  team,  the  remaining  nine,  on  the 
flats  below  were  approached  by  a  man  who  wanted  heal- 
ing for  his  epileptic  son.   The  truth  of  the  matter  is 
that  neither  team  fared  well.   As  Hillyer  Straton  has 
put  it,  "One  group  of  disciples  did  not  know  what  to 
do  on  the  mount,  and  the  others  were  powerless  to  help 
in  the  valley."  3_ 

Presently,  Jesus  came  down  from  the  mountain  with 
the  three  disciples  and  confronted  the  distraught  fa- 
ther.  The  lad's  condition  was  pitiable  indeed.   He 
had  all  the  symptoms  of  genuine  epilepsy;  spasms,  foam- 
ing at  the  mouth,  grinding  of  the  teeth,  and  motion- 
less stupors.   As  Jesus  faced  the  anxious  father,  a 
soul-stirring  dialogue  ensued.   Jesus  asked  the  father, 
"How  long  has  he  had  this?"   The  father  replied,  "From 
childhood. . .but  if  you  can  do  anything,  have  pity  and 
help  us."   Jesus  responded  with  some  vehemence,  "If 
you  can?"  A  leper,  you  will  remember,  had  said  to 
Jesus,  "Lord,  if  you  will,  you  can  make  me  clean." 
(Mark  1:4-0)   Here,  "if  you  can,"  is  the  best  the  fa- 
ther can  do.   Jesus  answered,  "If  you  can?  All  things 
are  possible  to  him  who  believes."   Immediately  the 
father  came  back  with  one  of  the  most  honest  confes- 
sions to  be  found  anywhere  in  literature;  "Lord,  I  be- 
lieve; help  Thou  mine  unbelief." 

There  is  the  mix:   "Lord,  I  believe;  help  Thou 
mine  unbelief."  We  have  here  not  one  man  saying, 
"Lord,  I  believe,"  and  another  saying,  "Help  Thou 
mine  unbelief,"  but  one  and  the  same  man  saying  both. 
Faith  and  doubt  are  inseparable.   Wherever  you  find 
the  one  you  are  bound  to  find  the  other . 


The  second  statement :  Faith  is  always  tied  to 
life.   History  is  the  sphere  in  which  faith  operates. 
The  habitat  of  faith  is  time  and  place.   It  is  only  as 
life  interrogates  us  that  we  know  what  we  believe  and 


-  3  - 


how  deeply  we  believe  it.   Indeed,  it  is  only  as  life 
interrogates  us  that  we  discover  the  need  to  believe. 

It  is  not  the  case,  then,  that  we  get  our  faith 
all  worked  out  intellectually  —  perhaps  in  college, 
perhaps  in  a  seminary,  perhaps  in  our  own  homes  —  and 
then  go  out  to  apply  what  we  have  put  together  in  life 
situations. 

The  structure  of  St.  Paul's  epistles  is  mislead- 
ing at  this  point.   The  apostle  first  formulated  his 
convictions  and  then  connected  them  to  life.   This  was 
the  way  Paul  expressed  his  faith,  but  this  was  not  the 
way  the  apostle  got  his  faith!   He  got  it  as  he  went. 
To  put  it  aphoristically,  "You  know  as  you  go." 

I  had  an  interesting  conversation  with  a  young 
man  this  summer  around  the  shore  of  Lake  Junaluska  in 
North  Carolina.   He  is  a  choice  young  man  who  has  fin- 
ished three  years  of  college.   His  father  is  one  of 
the  abler  preachers  in  the  South.   He  comes  from  a 
solid  home  where  he  is  much  loved  and  well  supported. 
He  is  flirting  with  the  ministry  but  going  through 
what  he  described  as  a  mild  crisis  of  faith.   As  we 
walked  together,  he  confessed  to  this  void  in  his  life, 
"I'm  not  sure  that  I  have  faith.   I'm  not  sure  that  I 
believe. " 

Suddenly  it  occurred  to  me  to  ask  this  attractive 
young  man  one  question.   Speaking  in  love  and  out  of 
genuine  concern  I  said:   "What  would  you  do  with  more 
faith  now  if  you  had  it?"   I  went  on  to  suggest  that 
he  really  had  few  needs  at  present  that  required  faith, 
His  father  and  mother  are  financing  his  college  life. 
He  has  a  faculty  that  cares  about  him.   He  has  a  home 
to  go  back  to.   All  things  are  being  provided  for  him. 
"What  would  you  do  with  more  faith  now  if  you  had  it? 
What  do  you  need  more  faith  for  anyway?" 

If  I  understand  the  Bible  correctly,  there  is  an 
economy  with  God  regarding  the  gift  of  faith.   It  is 
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only  as  we  attempt  great  things  for  God  that  we  can  ex- 
pect great  things  from  God.   If  we  are  content  to  play 
the  "money  game"  or  the  "status  game"  or  the  "pleasure 
game,"  we  don't  need  faith  for  that!   If  we  are  only 
playing  "nine  to  five  'till  65  and  then  away,"  we  don't 
need  faith  for  that !   But  if  we  are  trying  to  move  some 
mountain  of  unbelief,  apathy,  prejudice,  injustice,  or 
hatred,  it  is  then  that  God  will  give  us  faith.   We 
know  as  we  go.   If  we  will  not  go  we  will  not  know. 

A  friend  of  mine  was  giving  a  series  of  lectures 
at  an  institution  many  miles  from  here.   This  man  is 
known  as  much  for  his  honesty  as  for  his  erudition  and 
eloquence.   It  was  his  candor  that  prompted  him  to  end 
his  last  lecture  something  like  this,  "I'd  have  more 
to  say  to  you  on  this  subject  if  I  were  clearer  on  the 
resurrection.   But  right  now,  frankly,  I  don't  believe 
it."  Later  a  colleague  on  the  host  faculty  reprimand- 
ed him:   "You  shouldn't  have  said  that.   Where  did  you 
ever  get  the  idea  that  you  had  to  believe  everything 
all  the  time?"  He  went  on,  "When  you  have  to  believe 
in  the  resurrection,  you  will."  My  friend  said,  "When 
will  I  believe  it?"   His  host  replied,  "When  you  die, 
or  when  you  die  with  someone  else." 

Job  did  not  know  how  deeply  he  believed  until  his 
wife  advised  him  to  curse  God  and  die.   Under  the  pro- 
vocation of  that  option,  he  found  it  in  his  soul  to 
say,  "Though  He  slay  me,  yet  will  I  trust  him."  (Job 
13:15)   Faith  is  tied  to  life. 


Finally,  this  word:   Faith's  chief  resource  is 
Jesus.   To  talk  of  faith  in  Christian  circles  is  to 
talk  of  Jesus.   We  commonly  think  of  Jesus  as  an  ob- 
ject of  our  faith.   And  He  is  that,  indeed.   But  he  is 
also  for  us  the  source  of  faith.   We  believe  in_  him  but 
we  also  believe  through  him  and  like  him. 

The  question  that  ministers  face  as  they  contem- 
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plate  the  paucity  of  faith  in  themselves  and  in  their 
congregation,  is,  "How  is  faith  generated?"   Only  too 
well  we  know  how  unbelief  and  pessimism  are  generated. 
But  what  is  it  that  generates  faith?  The  answer,  I 
believe,  is  that  Jesus  is  the  primary  source  of  faith. 

May  I  remind  you  that  the  predominant  character- 
istic of  Jesus  was  His  consciousness  of  God.   Virtual- 
ly all  of  the  critics  are  agreed  on  this.   From  first 
to  last,  in  shine  and  shadow,  Jesus  was  conscious  of 
God. 

Form  critics  have  worked  the  gospels  over  time 
and  time  again.   These  scholars  are  generally  agreed 
that  at  least  three  aspects  of  the  gospel  tradition 
are  traceable  directly  to  Jesus.   What  are  these? 
They  are  the  parables ,  the  teachings  about  the  King- 
dom of  God,  and  the  Lord's  Prayer.   The  outstanding 
characteristic  of  the  parables,  the  teaching  on  the 
Kingdom  of  God,  and  the  Lord's  Prayer  is  Jesus'  as- 
sumption that  God  is  real  and  active. 

As  we  draw  near  to  Jesus  we  find  that  His  basic 
trust  in  God  is  contagious.   When  we  hang  around  some 
people  we  find  ourselves  drifting  into  dirty  speech. 
When  we  hang  around  some  other  people ,  we  find  our- 
selves laughing  more.   When  we  hang  around  still  other 
people,  we  tend  to  become  cynical.   But  when  we  begin 
to  keep  company  with  Jesus  we  start  to  believe. 

Jesus  brings  us  to  faith.   He  is  faith's  most  re- 
liable witness  and  most  convincing  spokesman.  His  life 
awakens  faith.   He  inspires  us  to  doubt  our  doubts  and 
believe  our  beliefs.   He  provokes  the  questions  that 
induce  and  evoke  faith. 

Faith,  then,  does  not  come  by  exhortation.   It 
comes  through  exposure  to  Jesus  who  is  the  source  of 
faith.   This  is  why  it  is  important  for  us  to  read  the 
scriptures  and  avail  ourselves  of  the  sacraments ,  to 
sense  His  presence  in  other  people,  and  to  be  open  to 
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His  spirit  in  the  world  around  us 


We  are  familiar  with  the  term  "identity  crisis.'1 
Teenagers  rebel,  we  are  told,  in  part  because  they 
want  to  know  who  they  are.   Black  separatism  is  a 
strategy  by  which  America's  largest  minority  may  come 
to  know  itself  in  terms  other  than  thos©. imposed  by  a 
white  majority.   A  woman  who  gives  up  a  career  .in  order 
to  marry  and  have  a  home  will  begin  to  ask  herself 
again,  "Who  am  I?" 

The  church  is  caught  in  an  identity  crisis  today. 
Who  are  we  anyway,  we  whose  work  in  so  many  ways  and 
places  is  duplicated  by  others?  Why  are  we  here? 

I  am  proposing  in  this  key-note  message  that  we 
are  in  essence  those  who  believe  in  God  through  Jesus 
Christ.   At  bottom,  we  are  what  Paul  called  us  in  a 
remarkably  felicitious  phrase,  "the  household  of  faith 
(Gal.  6:10)   It  is  our  faith  that  constitutes  us  as 
Christian.   The  richness  of  Riverside  is  its  people? 
The  richness  of  its  people  is  their  faith. 

It  is  my  judgment  that  we  cannot  do  much  for 
others,  or  for  long,  until  we  know  who  we  are.   The 
activist  is  right!   We  can't  have  what  we  will  not  im- 
plement .   But  it  is  also  true  that  we  cannot  implement 
what  we  do  not  have ! 

The  church  is  more  than  the  sum  of  its  parts.  But 
we  must  not  forget  that  the  faith  of  a  given  congrega- 
tion rests  ultimately  on  the  faith  of  its  members  in 
particular.   Most  of  us  shy  away  from  what  Karl  Barth 
described  as  "I  Hymns"  and  "I  Piety."  But  Barth  was 
wise  in  reminding  us  that  our  criticism  of  "I  Hymns" 
and  "I  Piety"  must  always  be  relative  and  never  abso- 
lute, for  running  through  the  scriptures  are  those  at- 
testations of  faith  in  the  first  person:   "The  Lord  is 
my  Shepherd."   "This  one  thing  I  do."   "He  loved  me, 
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and  gave  Himself  for  me." 

Those  who  love  this  church  can  do  nothing  more  or 
better  for  it  now  than  to  look  to  their  faith.   How  is 
it  with  you  and  your  faith?  Do  you  prize  your  faith 
for  the  treasure  that  it  is?  Do  you  expose  yourself 
to  Jesus  for  the  growth  and  enlargement  of  your  faith? 
"Lord,  I  believe;  help  Thou  mine  unbelief."   Let  this 
be  our  prayer. 

Closing  Prayer 

Oufi  gnaztoak  God  and  ¥athext  wz  tliank 
Thzz  faoi  the.  glit  o&  $aitk  and  the.  poweA 
tQ  i>th!XgglZ  u)<ith  ouA  doubt*. 

IncAeoae  ouA  l&ltk,  wz  pAay  Thee,  ad 
in  thJji  heJULomkXp  we  pun.&u.e.  togztkzi 
what  it.  mzam>  to  bz  Iky  pzopte.  tn  a 
cKookzd  and  peAvztez  gzneAatiovi. 

So  tntpinz  ouJi  Apzzch  and  d^iAzct  ouA 
action*  that  otiieAA  may  come  to  {aJJth 
through.  o6.      In  Jz6lu  namz.     Amen. 
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